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Findings from the DIL Interviews: Databases and Data Formats 
Skills in this competency may include: 
● Understands the concept of relational databases and how to query those databases, 
● Becomes familiar with standard data formats and types for their discipline.  
● Understands which formats and data types are appropriate for different research questions. 
Additional skills mentioned by an interviewee: 
● Understands how to maximize performance of databases based on their design. 
 
Average Ranking of Importance (5=essential):  Faculty=4.13, Students = 3.71 
Faculty responses: 
In considering this competency, faculty gravitated to the “databases” elements of the competency 
rather than the more general “data formats” aspects.   
Not every faculty we spoke with employed databases in their work with data.  Not surprisingly, those 
that did gave a higher overall ranking to this competency than those that did not. 
● Of the faculty that discussed databases, understanding how to query databases was highlighted 
as an important skill.   
 
● For the Natural Resources faculty member, developing knowledge and skills with databases 
was essential for students.  He commented that without using databases it’s like his data does 
not exist. 
 
● The Agricultural and Biological Engineering faculty is striving to incorporate all of the data sets 
for this lab into a database, but the lab “isn’t there yet” because both he and his students need 
to spend more time learning about the capabilities of databases.  
Although faculty generally stated that competencies with databases and data formats were important 
for students to acquire, they also stated that student’s abilities were generally underdeveloped. 
● Some fields offer courses in databases and so students were expected to have taken these 
courses and know how to work with databases before joining the lab. 
 
● In other cases, the faculty theorized that students acquired what skills they had through working 
with others, rather than a formal classroom experience. 
Student responses: 
Students handle a variety of file formats in their respective labs.  The vast majority of students were 
using MS Excel or csv files, as well as text / ASCII file formats.  Other file formats mentioned were MS 
Access, MATLAB files, images (TIFF and JPEG), raster data, SPSS, Sigma Plot, NetCDF and 
programming languages C and C++. 
